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Dear reader. mmm. 


Thank you for your purchase. We, the creators, hope you 
wil tind great joy in reading this short tanzine. The team put 
a lot of hard work into the final product, and we are happy to 
finaly be able to share the zine with youl We are sure you wil 
love al the art forms you wil find here. The artists of the 
‘Danganronpa: Ultimate Vacation! zine are proud to be 
sharing their talent with you! We would also like to thank on 
behalf of the Doctors Without Borders charity We remind 
you that all protit from the zine goes straight 


towards the cause! e 
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Now, all that's left is to say is: Happy reading! 
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Cherry Blossom Dreams 
by: Rose (АраЗирег) 


Sakakura couldn’t remember the last time he had relaxed. His duty as a Hope’s Peak Academy 
security guard came with responsibilities that perfectly matched his qualifications as the former 
Super High School Level Boxer. Adhering to a strict regimen of diet and exercise, he considered 
himself a man of discipline, never once allowing a single person to infiltrate the school grounds 
without leaving with a few new bruises. 


He had never used any vacation or sick days. Loyally, he stood at the entrance or roamed the 
hallways looking for trouble. Every day, he arrived at Hope’s Peak prepared to protect it for the 
sake of Munakata’s dream. 


And he wasn’t alone in striving for that goal; Yukizome supported it as well. She was well-liked 
by her students and well-respected by her peers. She had brought order to the most unruly 
class in Hope’s Peak, uniting them in a way that made their original teacher applaud her efforts. 
They shared whatever information they could glean from superiors in their respective 
occupations with each other before providing it to Munakata in private correspondence hidden 
from the school’s elite. 


When spring break arrived, Yukizome approached Sakakura stationed at the main doors. While 
waving to a few bright-eyed students, she slipped a piece of paper into his palm. Turning away 


from her, he read it, his brows furrowing, almost unable to comprehend the meaning behind the 
neatly typed words. 


“Munakata’s back? Why does he want to call a meeting?” he murmured, glancing over his 
shoulder. 


Focusing on the students, Yukizome spoke out of the side of her mouth. “Well, it makes sense. 
We have a lot of spare time now. My students are going on a vacation together, and I’m more 
than happy to have time for myself.” Her grin split into her cheek. “І don’t suppose you're going 
to stick around here by your lonesome?” 


As she giggled, his nose wrinkled, and he mumbled, “| would if asked by Munakata or you, | 
suppose.” 


When the students departed and the coast cleared, Sakakura remained with Yukizome by the 
gated entrance. The letter stated Munakata would call them a car near the end of the afternoon. 
As they waited, the sun dipped on the horizon. Pink streaks crossed the sky, coloring the clouds 
like cotton candy. People hurried through the crosswalks while cars idled at red lights, the hustle 
and bustle of the city becoming lively at the end of the workday. 


Just as he checked his wristwatch, a sleek black sedan pulled up next to them. Yukizome 
snatched her suitcase packed to the brim with parting gifts from her beloved rotten oranges and 
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tossed it into the trunk. They sat in the back seat, Yukizome eagerly striking up a conversation 
with their driver, who seemed flustered and almost unable to keep up with her chatter. 


Sakakura gazed out the window. Hope’s Peak was far in the distance. It felt strange leaving the 
school, even when he was going to meet Munakata in person. He had spent countless months 
investigating the academy on his behalf. It had also been a second home to him where he 
formed treasured memories with Yukizome and Munakata. Although he secretly sought the 
academy’s amelioration alongside them, he considered himself at ease when he was within its 
walls filled with talented students and teachers who exemplified hope. 


But stewing on his concerns only weakened him. They made his muscles slack, and his head 
hurt. Instead, he remembered what Yukizome told him to do whenever he found himself 
contemplating his solicitudes and closed his eyes. Settling back, he closed his eyes and set his 
hands on his lap, drawing in slow, deep breaths until his mind drifted off to sleep. 


It was a short dream that carried him from school to Munakata’s meeting place. Cherry blossom 
trees surrounded him. Bright pink petals permeated every tree and covered the trimmed grass, 
flowing onto the pathways. Carried in the gentle breeze was their fresh, floral scent, reminding 
him of the cologne Munakata preferred to wear before presenting a speech to his fellow student 
council members. 


He held his diploma in one hand and the championship belt on his shoulder. He had just 
graduated from Hope’s Peak with Yukizome and Munakata. They clutched their diplomas, the 
former jumping with joy while the latter smiled. He caught eyes with Munakata, his heart 
skipping a beat as Munakata held his gaze. Munakata slowly raised his free hand. 


Sakakura’s eyes snapped open when the car came to a stop. He jolted upright, his head hitting 
the ceiling, and he clutched the seatbelt. Yukizome grabbed his shoulder, reassuring him. 
Blinking the sleep from his eyes, Sakakura brushed through his bangs, heat crossing his cheeks 
as Yukizome giggled. 


“I'm fine, Yukizome. You don't have to baby me like I’m one of your students,” he said, but she 
tutted and waved her finger. 


“You know | can’t help myself whenever | see you in trouble,” she teased, tapping his cheek. 
A puff of laughter escaped him. “You've been like this since we were classmates.” 

She opened her door, giggling. “And ГИ be like that forever.” 

Sakakura thanked the driver and left the car. He hesitated as the door shut behind him, 


Yukizome bouncing over to the trunk for her suitcase. He stared at their surroundings, 
wondering if he was still dreaming. 
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Countless cherry blossom trees surrounded them. Pink petals of every hue blocked out the sky. 
Each breath he took expanded his chest with that fresh, floral scent from his memories at 
Hope’s Peak. He held out his hand, and the wind carried a petal into his calloused palm, his 
thumb brushing along its soft exterior. 


Yukizome gave a wordless cry next to him. She was cradling her suitcase to her chest, her 
energy infectious. She cast him a wide grin, which he returned, his crooked smile natural on his 
face. 


They stepped into the floral wonderland. Other people were walking underneath the trees. 
Children played and laughed while lovers held hands. Yukizome spun around, kicking up petals, 
some landing on her bright blue blazer. Sakakura felt a few petals slipping into his dark curls 
and gathered them in his hand. 


The wind took them before he could curl in his fingers. He watched them scatter, his gaze lifting 
before dropping on a flash of silver under the shade of a large cherry blossom tree. His breath 
hitched in his throat. 


Dropping her suitcase, Yukizome called out Munakata’s name and rushed forward. She threw 
her arms around him, squeezing him so tightly that Sakakura thought she would break his 
spine. He followed, continuing to grin as Munakata returned her embrace, wreathing his arms 
around her waist. 


“Kyosuke, Kyosuke! Oh, this is such a surprise!” she cried, parting from him. She clasped her 
hands in front of her chest. “I can’t believe you’re here! In the flesh!” 


“| took a red-eye flight home,” Munakata explained, and he smiled at Sakakura. “It’s been a 
while.” 


“Sure has been, man,” Sakakura replied, offering his hand. 

But Munakata grasped his forearm and drew Sakakura into a hug. Shock burned his entire face 
the color of the cherry blossoms. He wasn’t sure how to move his arms. Awkwardly, he pressed 
them into Munakata’s straight, broad back, his heart hammering in his chest. 


“You're, uh, usually not so touchy-feely,” Sakakura remarked as Munakata released him. 


Munakata raked his fingers through his hair. “| know. | suppose | was rather lonely on the other 
side of the world.” 


Yukizome chuckled and retrieved her suitcase. “Well, no wonder you suddenly called this 
meeting. All of those stuffy business gatherings must've worn you ragged.” 
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Munakata nodded. Sakakura smirked at the sheepish look crossing his features. He cleared his 
throat and stepped aside, gesturing at the ground. Sakakura and Yukizome’s eyes widened at 
the display he had created for them. A red and white gingham blanket quelled their concerns. 
Munakata had set out fine silverware, plates, and wine glasses. And what made Sakakura wet 
his lips was the chocolate cake topped with ripe strawberries and orange slices set on a platter 
in the center of the blanket. 


“Oh, a picnic!” Yukizome gushed, tossing her suitcase aside for a second time. “We haven't had 
one since our school days!” 


“| believed this was necessary for our reunion after these long months separated,” Munakata 
said, sitting down on the blanket. Sakakura and Yukizome were quick to follow his lead, taking 
their spots next to him. His lips pursed, a light mist appearing to glaze over his eyes, but when 
he raised his head, confidence shined in his pupils like the steel of an unshatterable blade. 


Munakata was a man of principles. He expressed himself through his actions, not words. With a 
deft hand, Munakata grabbed a knife and carved out a piece of cake. He slid it onto a small 
plate and offered it to Sakakura, the aroma rich and saccharine. 


“So, | hope you both can accept this as my way of thanks. It’s a small token of my endless 
gratitude,” he said. 


Sakakura accepted the plate and pinched a fork between his fingers. “Of course. We always 
will,” he murmured, digging into the cake. 


“An orange slice of cake for me, Kyosuke,” Yukizome chirped, holding up her plate. 


As Munakata assisted Yukizome, Sakakura bit into the cake. It was moist, melting in his mouth. 
His molars bit through the strawberry, and sweet juice squirted out on his tongue. Closing his 
eyes, he savored the taste, heavenly and mellow, and immersed himself in the cherry blossoms 
of his past and present. 


“This is so good,” he groaned, and Munakata laughed, Yukizome stuffing her cheeks. 


“Exceptionally good! I'd go as far as saying this is the best cake I’ve ever tasted,” she added, 
and she popped the orange between her teeth. 


Munakata reached into the basket and removed a tall, dark green bottle of wine. He took their 
glasses and poured the liquid to the round brims. He held up his cup, and so did Yukizome and 
Sakakura. They clinked their glasses together, silently toasting each other, and drank their fill. A 
pleasant buzz hit Sakakura’s brain as he swallowed the tart liquid, and he sighed. Yukizome 
was already pouring herself another glass while Munataka fussed for her to control her intake. 
And as he laughed, Sakakura knew he wouldn't have wanted to be anywhere else in the world. 
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0 Nurses Determination for a Great Vacation! 
by: Frog 


The summer meant a lovely break from school to do multiple fun activities! Though it also 
came with all sorts of bugs and ridiculous amounts of extra heat from the sun. Those less 
enjoyable factors of summer were usually drowned out by all of the fun there was to have. 
Alas, not by all and certainly not by a Nurse Mikan Tsumiki! 


Though extremely timid in nature, Mikan was determined not to let anyone be (seriously) 
injured on their beach trip. Even if most people wouldn't listen to her, that wouldn't stop her 
from advising it and the more obedient students listening to her words. There were several 
things to worry about in her eyes. Sunburn, heat stroke, slipping on rocks, being bitten or 
stung, and other things that she prevented her mind from thinking about in too much detail. 


Still very determined to fulfill her role as the SHSL Nurse, Mikan's number one priority when 
getting to the beach was warning everyone she could. Not easy for someone like her. 
Thankfully, Ibuki saw her struggle and stood by her to help. 


"Heeyyy! Tsumiki-chan has something to say! If you don't listen, lbuki will make Akane bonk 
all of you!" 

"U-um, please ensure y-you all use the proper protection...at least 50 SPF sunscreen 
please! LU emergency vaccinations are needed, n-nurse Tsumiki will gladly poke 
you..aaaah." 


Some people took notice, like Sonia who also enforced others. Some people dueled the sun 
to a challenge and things of that nature. The remaining sat under an umbrella with their 
selection of literature. Either too good or too awkward to be with the others. 


Mikan took her own seat under her white umbrella, a first aid kit next to her. She was just 
much too anxious to join her classmates and underclassmen. With nothing else to do, she 
reapplied her bandages and did her best to avoid the crustaceans crawling towards her. She 
had no intention to become their food! 


"Tsumiki-san?" 

Mikan lift her head to the soft voice of Kotoko Utsugi, who very obviously must've slipped on 
a rock. 

"A-ah! Come under, I-I'll help you out...that's a very big scratch. A-And don't worry. I'm g- 
going to be...careful not to h-hurt you. If | do you can..." 


Mikan stopped her rambling when she saw Kotoko relax her shoulders more. All thanks to 
her choosing of words. Though she couldn't dwell on that for long, there were more pressing 
matters. Literally, pressing matters as Mikan held a simple white cloth to Kotoko's arm. 


Just as the bandage was tied to Kotoko's arm, Masaru came running over pointing at 
Kotoko. 

"She pushed me first! She pushed the captain of the volleyball team! Punish her for 
in..insub-" 

"|-l-insubordination?" 
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"Ya! That! Also | think Jataro's waaay too hot." 


Mikan let out what was comparable to the sound of hyenas when she saw Jataro laying on 
the beach, holding a plastic flower in his hand as Nagisa poked at him with a stick. She ran 
over to him, but of course ended up falling and her foot caught his mask, ripping it off his head. 


"What was the probability of you falling like that-" 

"There's n-no time! Is he alive?!" 

For a few seconds there was no response from Jatro until he sat up with a "boo!" Mikan 
quickly turned his mouth into a funnel for water. 


"Woa, Jataro your baby face is so pale. Do you seriously get no sun under there?!" Kotoko 
tried to drag him out the shade but Mikan urged her to rest her arm before dislocating his. 


"She is r-right...if your face was exposed to the sun y-you'd turn into a lobster!" 
"A boiled lobster," Nagisa corrected, spilling some more water into Jataro's blonde hair. 


Kotoko stood up behind Mikan and started tying back her hair with one of the scrunchies on 
her wrist. 
"You should play with us Tsumiki! You're so adorbs!" 


"A-ah- I'd love to b-but my stand-" 

"You're too paranoid. Kotoko and Jataro have been the only ones with medical 
emergencies." 

Nagisa cut in, pouring the rest of the water on Jataro. 

"Plus, Owari got bandages herself. You deserve to enjoy yourself." Nagisa gave her a smile. 


To Mikan, it was quite odd having children (or anyone) inviting her to stay with them. Usually 
people had the opposite reactions to her. Whether they be her friends or her patients. 
"- join you!" 


"| demand a volleyball rematch!" Masaru stood up quickly, flexing his non-existent muscles. 
"And this time you can't join! You have to keep count of the scores." 
He pointed to Kotoko, who just started running after him. 


"B-but I'm much taller than both of you.." 
"You're still frail so that evens out the chances." Jataro gave Mikan a...creepy smile before 
getting up to chase around Kotoko and Masaru. 


Eventually Masaru found the ball and they went back to where the net was. Mikan was 
paired with Nagisa and Jataro was paired with Masaru. Kotoko was watching on a lawn 
chair, she was also in charge of getting the ball if it got away from them. 


During the game they played, Kotoko kept up her duties of running after the ball and keeping 
score. In the end, Mikan and Nagisa won. According to Masaru, that was because Kotoko 
miscounted. So they played three games in total. In the second Masaru and Jataro won so 
the third served as a tiebreaker. 
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The reigning champions of the volleyball games were Mikan and Nagisa! 


As a break (Mikan kept reminding them of heat exhaustion) they sat by a big ol' tree. 
Teruteru had packed a whole feast of food for everyone so they were quite well fed with their 
sandwiches. Jataro and Mikan had a conversation about keeping his mask off more often 
while the other three ran around the big tree and climbing it. 


Of course, Masaru couldn't resist pushing off Kotoko and she landed on her arm, rendering 
both of them injured. 


"M-Masaru, you injured her arm both times a-and-" 

"You deserve to suffer!!" As soon as Kotoko made her proclamation the rest of the group 
went silent. 

"It would be sooo adorbs seeing you suffer!" The suddenly sadistic Kotoko started pacing 
back and forward while tapping her chin. She was thinking of how to properly dish out her 
punishment. 


It ended with Masaru having to sit through Kotoko placing her "totally adorbs" hairpins and 
stickers on his face. They were very pink and glittery which he did not like at all. Plus he had 
to sit through it the rest of the time they were at the beach, which would be until evening. 
Though Kotoko promised that when they inevitably fell asleep, Mikan could take them off of 
him. Thanks to Mahiru, how he looked would never be forgotten. 


The rest of the afternoon was quite fun! Mikan was very happy playing with them since she 
had never really felt like that. And Kotoko tying up her hair earlier prevented her from tripping 
at all! Maybe Kotoko unlocked the secret. 


Despite Kotoko's injured arms, Jataro's heat exhaustion, and even Masaru's sunburns 
leaving pale hearts all over his face, they had an absolute blast! When evening rolled around 
and the bonfires were lit, all four were laying around Mikan, fast asleep in sweaters and 
sweatpants from the fun day they had. 


[рик walked to where Mikan was sitting, clearly tipsy on something. 


"I-I'm sorry Modal Live just never h-had a beach experience like this. A-and now they're all 
asleep! S-so | have to keep guard!" 

"Woooah. Ibuki thinks you're they're mother. But c'mooon. You're around alcohol all day, 
don't you want the real stuff?" 


Though Mikan did enjoy spending time with the people that accepted her, she preferred 
staying with her new friends to keep watch of them. lt was no biggie for her. Just carefully 
taking the stickers off Masaru's rosey face and making sure Kotoko had a bag of peeled 
chestnuts near her. 


Certainly a much better day than sitting under an umbrella all day would be. 
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Bonding Bu The Pookide 
by: Sunny/Omori 


With summer break finally here and with a community pool having just opened recently, 
there wasn’t a single day that the community pool wasn’t busy (except for Sundays, because it 
was Closed on Sundays for some reason). The community pool was open to those who had 
previously attended or were currently attending Hope’s Peak Academy, as it was blocks away 
from the school and was also near a bunch of the students’ neighborhoods. It wasn’t particularly 
special compared to other community pools, but it was close, well-liked, clean, and the lifeguard 
was none other than the Ultimate Swimmer herself: Aoi Asahina. Of course, a single high 
schooler couldn’t watch an entire pool full of people by herself; some assistance would be 
greatly appreciated and even required at times. 

Enter in Taichi Fujisaki, who took his role to make sure everyone abided by the rules and 
were safe very, very seriously. 

He didn’t care much for swimming himself; he wasn’t a strong swimmer, and he found 
more satisfaction in seeing his child and their friends all happy in the pool. As such, he was 
content with simply watching on the sidelines, his faithful laptop by his side in the case that he 
needed to multitask with unofficial chaperone duties and programming duties (he was known to 
constantly call himself ‘unreliable’, but he was also surprisingly skilled in multitasking). Today 
was just about the same as every other day, with Chihiro and their friends making their way to 
the pool after changing into their swimsuits. He sheepishly waved to all of them, with Chihiro 
waving back and their friends greeting the timid dad back in their own respective ways. It wasn’t 
long until the pool became bustling with students, with some bringing their own floaties and 


others preferring to lay out on the lounge chairs. At some point, Taichi noticed Komaru out of 
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the corner of his eye, with five familiar elementary school kids all huddled around her. As soon 
as he waved over at her, she immediately said something to the kids and they all walked over to 
him. 

“A-Ah, hey there, Komaru. N-Nice weather, huh?” Taichi said. “H-How are you and the 
kiddos d-doing?” 

“We’re doing pretty good! I figured Га take everyone out for a nice day at the pool; get 
them out of the house. You guys remember Mr. Fujisaki, don’t ya?” Komaru said. 

“Of course I remember him! He’s too adorbs for anyone to forget!” Kotoko said, 
playfully giggling. 

“Мопаса remembers him. Monaca consider him to be Monaca’s friend, so Monaca most 
certainly remembers him!” Monaca added in, showing off her signature unnerving smile. 

“Heck yeah, I remember who he is! Jeez, you really need to get out more! Don’t you 
wanna be strong like me? How ‘bout we run a few laps around the pool? Just me and you?” 
Masaru confidently offered, grinning with determination. 

“Masaru, one of the rules clearly states that running is prohibited. One of you could slip 
and get injured fairly easily, or worse,” Nagisa nudged Masaru with his elbow. “And frankly, 
Miss Komaru doesn’t need to deal with another physical injury of yours.” 

“U-Um, I remember you, Mr. Fujisaki... it’s nice to see that you haven’t been abducted 


by any aliens or anything,” Jataro said, his tone soft and nasally as always. Even with 


temperatures being in the high eighties, he was still wearing his thick, stuffy mask. 


“You k-kiddos just play it safe and have fun, okay? I-If you need anything a-and 


Komaru’s busy, or you can’t fi-find her, feel free to come to me, okay?” Taichi said. 
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“Thank you, Taichi. We all really appreciate it. Now,” Komaru looked down at the 
Warriors of Hope. “Who’s ready to have some fun?” 

“We are!” Four of the Warriors of Hope replied in perfect sync before parting ways. 
Making sure everyone was safe and sound, Komaru said a quick goodbye to Taichi before 
walking off to find Toko. 

Taichi didn’t waste any time, and he looked around to make sure the young children were 
within the pool zone. Kotoko was happily chatting with Monaca, who sat in her wheelchair near 
the pool. Masaru was already participating in a heated game of volleyball with some of the other 
athletic high school students. And Nagisa was simply standing in the pool, watching the 
volleyball game from afar with his arms crossed. Everyone was smiling; laughing; staying safe; 
having fun, and it all made Taichi widely smile with joy. In a weird way, he almost saw all of 
Chihiro’s friends as his own; he took his role as a father and a father figure to serious heart. 
Regardless, he wouldn’t have it any other way. 

“... W-Wait a minute,” Taichi stood up, feeling his heart start to beat faster. “Where’s 
Jataro? I-I just saw him not that long ago!” 


He scanned the entire pool area once, twice, five times, ten times, more times than he 


could collectively remember. No matter how much and how long he looked, he couldn’t find the 


fifth and final Warrior of Hope. He could feel his anxiety start to set in, but he tried calming back 
down by taking deep breaths. He couldn’t have gone that far; there’s just no way. Where would 
he have even gone off to? The only other place he could’ve disappeared to was Hope’s Peak 
Academy itself, and the only kid who would even be willing to go to school during summer 


break is Kiyotaka Ishimaru. He initially thought of confronting Komaru and asking for some 
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help in finding him, but as he made his way towards her, he felt a small, cylinder-shaped object 
under his foot. 

“H-Huh?” Kneeling down, Taichi noticed he had stepped on a gray crayon. Thankfully, 
he didn’t accidentally break it, but as he picked it up, he then noticed a trail of crayons leading 
outside of the pool area and near the front of the building. He was aware of Jataro being the Li’] 
Ultimate Art, and while he was very reserved, he wasn’t too shy in showing his creative side. 
Following the trail (and making sure to pick up every crayon on the way), just as he picked up 
his tenth crayon and stood up, out of the corner of his eye is when he saw Jataro sitting on a 
bench, casually doodling in a sketchbook. He exhaled out a huge sigh of relief, feeling his 
anxiety instantly fizzle out. Holding all ten crayons in one hand, he walked over to Jataro and 
gently tapped on his shoulder. 

“H-Hey Jatar--” 


“Gah, don’t take me away, Mr. Alien!” Jataro jumped back as soon as he felt the tap on 


his shoulder, cowering in fear behind his sketchbook. “I-I promise ГЇЇ keep better track of my 


stuff!” 

“J-Jataro... I’m not an alien, a-and I’m not going to take you away. It’s okay. It’s me, 
Taichi. H-Here, I even collected all o-of the crayons you lost on your walk here.” Taichi said. 

“H-How can I be so sure that you’re telling me the truth?” 

“Well, let’s see...” Taichi looked through the crayons he had collected. “А-Аге you 
missing a gray crayon?” 

Jataro kept his face hidden by holding his sketchbook with one hand as he used his other 


hand to grab his crayonbox. After a few moments of looking through it, he nodded (although it 
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wasn’t too visible thanks to his sketchbook) and said, “I am... I really hope an alien or bird 
didn’t take it or any of my other missing crayons.” 

“It’s okay; neither one t-took any of your mi-missing crayons. І made sure to grab th- 
them before a-anyone or anything else could.” 

After a few more silent moments, Jataro hesitantly lowered his sketchbook, his 
expression softening upon realizing that it actually was Taichi and not an alien. A flicker of 
happiness sparked in his eyes once they landed on the bundle of missing crayons in Taichi’s 
hand, but he knew better than to snag them right out of an adult’s hand, let alone anyone’s hands. 

“Mr. Fujisaki, is it okay if 1 have my crayons back?” Jataro asked, his gaze fixated on the 
crayons. 

“O-Of course it’s okay; the whole point of c-collecting these w-were to return them t-to 
their rightful owner,” Taichi handed Jataro his missing crayons, a soft smile on his face. “А-Апа 
no need to b-be formal with те, ki-kiddo. This old man d-doesn’t mind you o-or anyone else 
calling me by my f-first name, okay?” 

“Okay, M-- Taichi.” 


“Now, if you d-don’t mind me asking, c-can you tell me why you’re here and n-not at the 


pool? I-I was so worried when I-I didn’t see you in or around the pool, but I’m not mad, o-okay? 


I just wanna know wh-why you left without saying anything.” 

“Um, well...” Jataro faintly hummed, lightly tapping his knuckles against each other. 
“You know that moment when you have everything perfectly memorized in your brain, and you 
walk onto a super big stage, and before you can start your grand performance, your brain drags 


and puts everything in the recycle bin? Or-- or-- you know how when you find yourself within a 
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crowd of people like a colony of bumblebees, everything blurs around you like spraying 
something on a window, and the noise of everyone’s voices becomes too much?” 

“I-I do, ki-kiddo. I know exactly what you’re talking about. S-So basically, you got 
overwhelmed due to all of the noise within the pool area, and needed to get a-away from it in 
order t-to relax and calm down. D-Do you normally feel overwhelmed whenever y-you’re in a 
place with lots of people?” 

“Sometimes. Sometimes, people are quiet like little working earthworms. And other 
times, everyone’s voices mix together, like an icky, gritty protein shake made out of beetles and 
peebles. Whenever that happens, I start to breathe really weirdly, and I end up finding myself 
running away from it all. It happened a lot back when I was living with my mom, and she’d 
scold me a lot whenever I ran away from her.” 

Taichi felt his heart sink and his mouth curve into a sympathetic frown. He knew all too 
well about Jataro’s and the other kids’ unfortunate pasts. But he knew he and the others were in 
good hands when it came to Komaru and her family. He quickly turned his frown into a slight 
smile as he said, “W-Well, d-don’t worry. I’m not going to scold you. It’d be w-wrong of me to 
straight-up scold you. H-However, I will say that y-you should talk about this with Komaru, s-so 
that way she knows what to do if it happens e-elsewhere. Y-You’re not in any kind of trouble, a- 
and me and Komaru only want the best for you, s-so don’t feel bad for bringing this up to h-her, 
okay? If it helps, have one of your friends there by your side as y-you tell her. I-I’m sure they’d 
be more than willing t-to support you.” 

Jataro continued to tap his knuckles together as he processed everything Taichi told him. 


Once he took in everything he had said, he said, “ГІІ do my best to tell her. I don’t wanna worry 
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Miss Komaru because she’s too nice. She always praises my drawings and gives me my favorite 
candy after dinner and reads me good bedtime stories.” 

“I know you don’t wanna w-worry her, kiddo. B-But maybe after all of you return home, 
y-you can try to tell her then?” 

“Okay. І think ГІІ, um, try that! Yeah, try doing that when we get home. Trying telling 
her about the loud noises and stuff.” 

“Hey, that looks really good,” Taichi said, referring to the drawing on Jataro’s 
sketchbook. “I-I know artists have different interpretations of their o-own artwork, so I-I wanna 
hear you tell me about what’s g-going on in this drawing.” 

“Oh, um, I’m not used to this. The only ones who ask about my drawings are Miss 
Komaru, Miss Toko, and Nagisa,” Jataro admitted, grabbing an indigo crayon and filling ina 
blank white space on his drawing. “This drawing shows an alien dragon trying to take this nice 
girl and her super close best friend away. But this knight over here is preparing to beat the 
dragon and save the two girls from it. His weapon is a big, sharp colored pencil that acts like a 
magic wand and a sword, and he’s determined to defeat the dragon.” 

“Ohhh, that’s really i-interesting, Jataro. A bit of a t-twist on the typical fantasy plotline. 
I-I like it, a-as well as the colors and how you’ve drawn this. Wh-When did you start drawing 
this?” 

“This morning.” 


“You started this morning? Th-That’s pretty impressive, ki-kiddo! Consider this old man 


very impressed.” 


“Ah, um, thanks. I’m glad you like my drawing, Taichi.” 
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Taichi tapped his pointer finger and thumbs together as he tried to think of something 
else to talk with Jataro. That’s when he realized just how stuffy and miserably hot Jataro’s thick 
leather mask must feel. He knew of the heartbreaking reasoning behind why he wore it, but 
seeing it was just the two of them, he figured he could do his best to help Jataro come out of his 
shell a little. The fatherly traits in him just couldn’t help it. 

“Kiddo, doesn’t that mask become too much for y-you s-sometimes?” Taichi said. 

“Only in the summer, but it’s okay. Even thick, powerful sunglasses wouldn’t be able to 
shield people from my ugliness.” Jataro said. 

Taichi softly hummed and continued to tap his fingers as he tried to think of a 
compromise. That’s when he remembered that inside the building, there was a vending machine 
that specifically sold ice cream (hey, in Japan, vending machines have just about everything). 

“I-I have a feeling I already know the answer to this, but just in case, d-do you like ice 
cream?” Taichi asked. 

“Т do! Um, I love ice cream. І love it just as much as drawing and toy UFOs, since toy 
UFOs can’t do anything other than look flashy and neat.” Jataro said, chuckling at the last bit. 

“How about I-I get you some ice cream from th-the vending machine inside? A-And then 
maybe, you c-can take off your mask?” 

“N-No way, Taichi! My hideous, terrible ugliness w-would only blind you more! Y- 
You’d need about ten-- no, ten hundred glasses if you were to take one look at me!” 

“Th-That’s not true at all, Jataro. You’re not ugly at all. I-I know that won’t immediately 
convince you o-otherwise though, a-and that’s okay. I understand, and I-I’m not mad b-because 
of that. H-How about we get some i-ice cream from inside, and once we return here, y-you take 


off your mask f-for just a few minutes? I-It’s only us, a-and while I doubt it, if your appearance 
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blinds me m-more, I’m sure Komaru will kn-know just what to do. H-How does that sound, 
kiddo?” 

“Hmmm,” Jataro paused to think it over, resuming his knuckle tapping. He was truly 
convinced that his alleged ‘ugliness’ would only blind Taichi more than what he already is, but 
the delightful idea of eating a cold, delicious ice cream soon overpowered that fear of his. “O- 
Okay. Okay, ice cream sounds really good right now. Can I pick what ice cream I want?” 

“Haha, of course y-you can, ki-kiddo! It’s on me, a-and it’s only right to let you pick 
what you want. Let's see wh-what’s available inside. ГИ h-hold onto your art supplies and k- 
keep them safe u-until we come back t-to this bench, I-I promise.” 

As promised, Taichi securely held onto Jataro’s sketchbook, crayonbox, and chocolate 
brown pencil case as they made their way inside the building, where a row of vending machines 
dominated the wall. They picked one of the few ice cream vending machines the building 
offered, and after some time, chose what they wanted (Taichi got a basic orange-flavored 
popsicle, while Jataro chose a fudge bar) before returning to the bench outside. As they ate their 
ice cream, they chatted some more about how they can relate to their distaste in huge, loud 
crowds, amongst other things they had in common. After Taichi tossed his and Jataro’s popsicle 
sticks away, he saw the pre-teen fiddling with the bottom of his mask, as though he was 
attempting to pull it off. 

“O-Oh, are y-you trying to take it off? D-Do you need some help?” 

“T think I might need some help. Um, can you help me, Taichi?” 


“S-Sure thing, kiddo. H-Here,” Taichi cautiously did his best to slowly but surely take off 


Jataro’s mask. He wasn’t exactly the most fit physically, but the mask also wasn’t glued or 


stitched on. After some gentle tugging and adjusting, Taichi managed to pull the mask right off, 


Bonding By The Fookrae 


Sunny/ Omori 


revealing Jataro’s hidden beauty. Jataro’s light brown locks were a bit disheveled, but weren't 
too dirty. At first, Jataro was completely silent, as though waiting for something to happen to 
Taichi. But time continued to pass by, and the timid adult was standing there, alive and fine. 

“Huh? Your eyeballs haven’t exploded yet!” Jataro said out of genuine shock. “I-Is my 
ugliness not that bad, or are you glasses that strong?” 

“None of the a-above, ki-kiddo. You're not ugly at all, and I’m sure K-Komaru, your 
friends, and many others would agree o-on that,” Taichi confidently said. “H-How does it feel to 
not be wearing that m-mask?” 

“It feels... it almost feels like entering an air-conditioner on а hot, summer day like 
today!” 

“D-Don’t you mean a-an air-conditioned building o-or something?” 

“Not really, ‘cause being inside an actual air conditioner would be even cooler! In 
temperature, that is.” 

“Ri-Right,” Taichi chuckled, adjusting his glasses. He knew how Jataro could be at times, 
but deep down, he felt like he would never truly understand him and how his mind works. He 
didn’t mind; odd, questionable metaphors aside, he liked Jataro just the way he was. He noticed 
Jataro brush some of his bangs behind his ear before picking up a pencil and starting a new 
sketch in his sketchbook. Of course, anyone would be curious about what an artist is creating, 
and Taichi let that curiosity start to take control as he started to slowly lean in. 

“Wh-Whoa, intruder alert!” Jataro immediately leaned back, hugging his sketchbook 
close to his chest. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I can’t show you what I’m drawing right now. You 


gotta wait until it’s two-thousand and twenty-one percent finished.” 
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“O-Okay, my bad. I-It’s not right to try and peek wi-without your permission anyway; 1-1 
sort of just let curiosity take hold of me. Sorry, kiddo. 1-1711 go ahead a-and let you draw, o- 
okay?” 

For the remainder of their time, Taichi simply let Jataro do his own thing while he 
observed the scenery around him. There was still some worry in him in terms of his own kid and 
their friends, but he knew that Hina would make sure everything was safe, happy, and having 
fun. And knowing how caring and thoughtful Komaru is herself, she’s probably making sure that 
everyone around her is doing okay, too. He let his anxiety slowly fizzle out and die down as he 
politely waved to the occasional passersby. The heat didn’t go away, but at the very least, it 
didn’t get any worse. Just being able to breathe without having the usual, constant anxiety drill 
into his heart and mind was amazing; it almost put him on edge as a way to expect it to return at 
any given moment. But then he would glance over at Jataro and ask him how he’s doing; if he’s 
overheating or if he’s just fine; how much progress he’s made on his most recent drawing. It 
brought him back to when Chihiro was younger. He cherished those years, and to this day, he 
still deeply cherished being both a father and a fatherly figure. He always has, and he knew that 
he always would for as long as he lived. 

“-- ey! Hey! Round up, guys!” The sound of Komaru’s voice pierced through the voices 
of everyone else; it could even be heard from almost across from where she was. 

“L-Looks like it’s time for you and th-the others to g-get ready and go home th-then, 
huh?” Taichi said. “I-I may be some boring old man, b-but did you at least have a good time?” 

Jataro tore his drawing out of his sketchbook and stared at it, observing every detail 


before answering Taichi’s question, as though he just processed it. “You’re not boring. I enjoyed 


spending time with you. You’re not loud or a total meaniehead. You’re the total opposite of a 
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meaniehead! Um, ГІІ make sure to tell Miss Komaru about how I am with loud noises... as well 
as tell her how nice you were to me.” 

“You got it, kiddo. I believe in you.” 

Hearing those six was already heart-warming enough, but to someone with a harsh past 
like Jataro, it meant the whole world to him and then some. For once, it actually felt nice to not 
be hated. 

“Jataro! Jataro?” 

“Time for you to get going, ki-kiddo. ГІІ eventually meet up with Komaru and the rest of 
you in a few, o-okay? Y-You just go let her know that y-you’re safe and sound.” 

Jataro nodded and frantically gathered all of his art supplies before dashing back towards 
Komaru’s voice, almost tripping on thin air before disappearing from Taichi’s sight. Taichi 
waved and said hi to one more passerby before standing up. Just before he began walking back to 
the pool area, he noticed a piece of sketchbook paper laying on the bench, in the spot where 
Jataro was originally sitting. He figured he’d return the drawing to Jataro and then call it a day, 
but upon picking up the drawing, that’s when he got a closer look as to what was drawn on it. 
What’s happening in the drawing can only be described as this: A cyborg with light brownish- 
blonde fluffy bunny ears sat down on one side of a bench, and a little boy who looked just like 
Jataro sat next to the cyborg. The little boy had paint smears in a variety of colors all over his 
face, and brown fabric patches covered parts of his arms. Both characters appeared to have ice 
cream cones, and it was obvious that the scene was set in summer. In the top right-hand corner, 


in thin, wiggly handwriting, it said: To Taichi. By the way, this is from Jataro. 
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“Heh, y-you’re a good kid, Jataro,” Taichi said. He decided not to fold the drawing up, 
for he didn’t want any folds or either form of damage on it. “I-I know you and the o-others will 
do good things in the f-future. All you gotta do... is cling onto hope.” 

He smiled and took one last look at the drawing before returning to the pool area. He then 
planned on stopping by the closest store to pick up a nice picture frame for the drawing. It only 


makes sense to frame a picture drawn by the 1471 Ultimate Art, after all! 


The Boy Who Cried Help 
by: Winter 


When it comes to summer vacations, Shuichi has some mixed feelings about it. It wasn’t like he 
hated it, oh no. He did not hate summer, but he hated what the season brought along with it. 
The lonely nights spent in his room, tossing and turning in the summer heat, as nightmares 
plague his every being. Haunting him at every corner he turned, with every step he took in that 
barren house, devoid of life. At five, Summer was cruel but his parents were even crueller. They 
told him they love him all the time, back when they still came back home but what good did that 
ever give him in the long run? Nothing, if he is being honest. 


He had lost faith in them that following summer, when he was sent away to live with his father’s 
brother's family at the age of six. And he could never look at them the same way ever again, not 
like when he was only two, still childish with chubby cheeks and wide curious eyes. That boy 
who had always clung to his mother’s leg. That boy with dreams too big for his small body to 
carry, his only concerns being that of when the sky would stop crying and let him play outside. 


That same boy who grew up too fast, too soon before his time. 


It is a bittersweet reality, but Shuichi grew used to it. No. More like, Shuichi grew up better than 
he did before. He is getting better, thanks to the people he surrounds himself with— his friends 
and family, the people he cherished with all his heart. The people who rekindled the dimming 
light inside of him, flickering it back to life. They were the people who taught him how to pick 


himself up, how to let others in, but most importantly, he learned how to love himself. 


It is because of them that he did not mind Summer. It is because of them that Shuichi has not 
dreamt of another lonely night in that empty mansion and woke up with tears drenching down 
his cheeks. It is only because of them that he is able to take back the time stolen from him and 
enjoy himself under the blistering sun for the first time in a while. Like a reckless teenager that 
had found his liberty at last. 


Which is why, when he had fallen head first buried in the sand with a slight groan, he did not 
mind it. Not when he heard the happy jovial cheers shouting from the other side of the net. Not 
when his own partner marches over to his side, with a slight crinkle to the edges of her normally 
sharp eyes and thanks him for the game despite their loss, which brought a smile to his face. He 
didn’t mind it in the slightest, not even when Momota ran up to him and gave him a hefty job- 
well-done slap to his bare back, which only sends him back to face planting in the sand again 
because of his tired legs turning into jelly after several hours worth of nonstop volleyball 
matches. He did not mind it at all. 


What he did mind, however, is the sand that stayed glued to his sticky skin like stubborn pieces 
of chewed gums lodged under the bleachers at school. Shuichi lets out a sigh through his nose, 
sharp and heavy with his frustration as he desperately tries to pry the clumps of sand from his 

being. A futile effort, really, as he moves to stand, cringing at the grainy texture rubbing against 
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his skin from the movement. He tries again once he was on his feet but no matter how hard he 
scrubbed his skin raw, there is always a thin sheet of pale gold over his tanning skin. 


| need a shower, He thinks grumpily, Or go swimming in the sea but I don't think I'll last out 
there without drowning myself at this point. 


Decision made, Shuichi goes over to where he last left his jacket, which was a few feet away 
from him, under the parasol where Harukawa is resting after their game. He thanks her again for 
putting up with his pitiful volleyball skills, to which she replies: 


“You weren't... bad. It was better than | thought you'd be able to do, honestly. Guess all that 
training sessions are finally doing their job.” 


He didn’t know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult. Nonetheless, he takes it to 
heart and smiles, his chest warming up when he decides that, yes she is complimenting him 
because Harukawa may be a bit backwards with how she treats others but Shuichi knows she 
means well when it comes to complimenting others, however rare those occasions may be. 


So, he takes it in stride and thanks her again, totally ignoring her gripe at him (“Stop apologizing 
so much. You sound like a doormat and stand up straight, you’re not a shrimp, Saihara.”) and 
grabs his jacket on his way out from under the parasol, clutching at it tightly before he decides 
to slung it over his shoulders and slid his arms into the sleeves, wearing it as protection against 
the sun. He feels himself melting under the additional heat so he leaves the jacket half-zipped, 


letting the wind cool him off. 


He marches his way up the sandhill, heading to the beach house for a shower because fuck 
what everyone says later, he is a prude and he will not stand to mingle around with sand stuck 
all over him, especially where they weren’t even supposed to be sticking at. If he has to take 
twice the amount of showers than he usually takes, then so be it. 


Shuichi stops at the edge of the hill, where the sand and dewy grass start to overlap and turns 
around to look at the overhanging sun across the distance, the sea stretching wide and far that 
it feels endless, is endless. With mysteries and discoveries that have yet to be fully unearthed 
for the world to see. It leaves something inside of him, something that feels so daunting and 
terrifying when he thinks about all the uncertainties but god, did it fills him with so much 
excitement and thrill about the prospects of it all along with his fears, leaving him in a dizzying 
state of anxiety and giddiness. 


He is not used to feeling such duality of emotions. It leaves him so out of balance that he had to 
take a step back from the sheer magnitude of his emotions. Ever since he overworked himself 
to the bones, diving headfirst into towers upon towers of case files left at his desk, not unlike 
how his last volleyball match ended, Shuichi hadn’t gotten the chance to appreciate his 
surroundings more. Be it small and tiny like the little crabs that crawl their way in and out of their 
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buried dens, or as glaring and massive like the sky is blue and the sand is a slander to all that is 
labelled the earth beneath our feet. 


The onslaughts of sudden emotions are overwhelming but it wasn't like they were unwelcomed. 
Shuichi cradles them like they were precious, tucking them neatly between the wrinkly folds of 
his heart. They were familiar but new, overpowering yet reassuring. Like nothing he has ever felt 
before and it leaves him wanting more, this new dizzying feeling that sweeps him off his feet. 


Or maybe that is just the sweltering heat getting to his head, along with his irritations about the 
sand that now covers the entirety of his ankles and leaving tiny prickles to the soles of his feet 
that felt more uncomfortable and tiring to stand than bringing him any sort of comfort. 


Nevertheless, he digresses, leaving his spot to step over solid land and walks over to the beach 
house where he finds Akamatsu. She waves at him upon seeing his approach, beckoning him 
over to that direction, which he eventually walks over to. 


“Hi, Saihara-kun!” She said cheerily, with a smile on her face that is just as bright as the glaring 
sun above their heads, “Noticed you were playing volleyball with Momota-kun, Maki-chan and 
Owari-senpai. Did you have fun?” 


“Ah, um, yeah! Yeah, | did. Harukawa-san and | didn’t win though.” 


Akamatsu merely giggles, slotting her arms with Shuichi’s, their elbows pressed against each 
other, “That's alright. It’s the thought that counts. I’m really happy that you're having fun, 
Shuichi. You've always did look like you needed it.” 


“Ah... | don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult that you’re calling me 
weak, Kaede...” 


“It's a compliment, silly!” 


As she leads them to the back of the house, away from the dorms (and showers- oh, you will be 
missed), Shuichi thinks of how lucky he is, to have met Akamatsu on that day. The first day of 
their high school life at Hope’s Peak as a first year. He remembers how awkward and hesitant 
he was back then, so shy and reserved that he didn’t let anyone in, not even the boisterous 
Momota or the kind and trying Kiibo. It wasn’t until Akamatsu saw him eating all alone behind 
the school building that she started to get him involved with the rest of the class. 


The pianist was relentless in her pursuits, he remembers it now, because no matter how many 
times he’d refused or turned down her offers, she always came back with a newer and more 
effective plan than the previous ones. Eventually, Shuichi started to let her in, slowly at first, like 
letting her linger just a little bit longer, a little bit more than the rest. She gave him time and 
space, with a patient that rivals a saint. And Shuichi rewarded her by opening up, crawling out of 
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his shell bit by tiny bit. It scared him, that time long ago, but Akamatsu assured him that it was 
alright. That it was okay to feel emotions and be accepted for who he is, for what he has and will 
come to be. 


He felt accepted, noticed by someone other than his uncle’s family, for the first time in his life. 
And it didn’t take a genius to understand why he had cried and cried and cried until his eyes 
were bleary and crusty with dried tears, swollen red beyond belief that one day. 


Now, as a third year and thriving like he is meant to be, Shuichi couldn’t thank Akamatsu 
enough for her efforts, because if it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t be standing here right now, with 
so many friends that support him, accepts him and loves him just as much as he loves them. 


He loves Akamatsu, and that’s why he doesn’t mind her leading him to where the rest of their 
friends and classmates are, away from the showers that he oh so longed for. He would brave 
through the stickiness and uncomfortable friction that will surely leave grain marks on his skin 
everywhere, just so he could listen to his best friend go on a rant about the latest classical 
music she finds herself obsessing over. 


And when Amami comes up to them and asks for their help with the barbeque set up and Tojo 
with prepping their foods for the night, then so be it. He is willing to sacrifice one uncomfortable 
afternoon to spend it with his friends. 


“Has anyone seen Ouma-kun? | asked him to get some firewood for the pit but he’s taking too 
long.” Asahina suddenly ponders out loud, bringing attention to herself from the action but from 
the way Shuichi sees how nonchalant and carefree she is, with a finger poking at her right 
cheek, he thinks that she doesn't mind, or noticed the attention she was receiving. “It’s been 
awfully quiet too and doesn’t Ouma-kun always have someone with him?” 


Shuichi furrows his brows, a frown on his face as he thinks back to the last time he saw Ouma 
and comes to a shocking realization that one, he hasn’t seen his mischievous classmate since 
parting ways after breakfast and a little bit before lunch, and two, Asahina may have a good 
point. Ouma is almost always accompanied (read: haggling by force or dragging by force) by 
someone, whether that be Nanami, Fujisaki, Gokuhara, Komaeda, Mikan or Shuichi himself but 
he could see that everyone who Ouma hangs around with is here. And while the silence is 
appreciated, it has never been this silent since the first day they arrived at the beach a few days 
ago, Ouma made sure of that perfectly well. It was unsettling and it leaves a nasty aftertaste on 
his tongue. 


“So did he tell anyone where he was going?” Hinata looks over at everyone, his dual eyes 
bearing a void that once screamed boredom at its core, and as they sweep over everyone, one 
by one as the silence stretches further, a shiver crawls its way up to Shuichi’s spine when those 
eyes scan over him. “Okay, let me rephrase that. When was the last time anyone saw Ouma?” 
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His voice is soft when he asks, barely above scratching his throat from screaming but it does its 
job when almost everyone starts to break out in murmurs or hushed whispers. 


Shuichi winces just as his upperclassman winces in tandem from the sudden increase of 
volume, slowly getting louder and louder until Hinata throws his hands up in the air and says, 
“Okay, okay! You guys last saw him a few hours ago, we get it! But that doesn’t answer where 
he could’ve within that timeframe.” 


“Well...” Ludenberg says slowly, poised and practised as if she was some sort of regal duchess 
(which wasn't further from the truth, Shuichi muses absentmindedly), “We were all pretty busy 
with our own duties. You can’t really expect us to know where Ouma is at all times. If | recall, 
we're not here to babysit. I’m sure he can handle himself and will come back when he wants to.” 


“You make a good point, Celeste, | don’t doubt that but that doesn’t explain as to why he left 
without saying anything,” Kirigiri suddenly speaks, holding her chin in her hands that erupts a 
swirl of envy inside of Shuichi because, how can someone be so cool just by doing something 
as small and menial as holding their chins in their hands? Shuichi could only wish he’d be as 
cool as his mentor and predecessor one day. “After all, he does make it everyone’s business to 
know where he goes and what he does for the most part of our stay here.” 


“Well? What do you suppose we do?” Nanami asks after a few beats of silence, her voice is airy 
and solid as always while her doe-like eyes look over the group, the dark circles under her 
bleary eyes highlighting the worry in those pink sleepy hues of hers. “We can't just leave him out 
there by himself.” 


“Yeah... Sorry, Chiaki-chi, but | don’t know about you guys but | could care less about where 
Ouma is right now. | wish | could help but after that stunt the little shit pulled, I’m pulling a hard 
pass on this one.” Kuzuryuu sniffs, a scowl on his face that does not suit the hot pink in his hair, 
completely covering the natural blondes despite how short his buzz cut is. Shuichi can’t fault 
him, though because as much as Ouma is his friend (arguably one of the only people that keeps 
him on his toes), even Shuichi would not forgive him as simple as the previous pranks he’d 
done in the past if he was the one sporting the embarrassing hairdo in such a bright and 
nauseating colour instead of Kuzuryuu. 


Either way, it didn’t stop the flare of anger from rising inside his chest at his upperclassman’s 
statement, leaving a churning in his stomach that has him frowning and clenching his fists 
together. It is childish, this feeling. It is as if the person Kuzuryuu was insulting is Shuichi instead 
of Ouma. It is childish, yes but he will not stand idly by the sidelines and listen to his friend being 
insulted (no matter if said friend is just as much as the little shit as his upperclassman says) 
when the person in question wasn’t even here to defend himself. So, Shuichi did what Shuichi 
can do in this situation— he offers himself. 


“| сап go look for him.” He tells them, and he immediately regrets it in the next second when he 
feels all eyes are now on him, a shudder running down his spine. He feels himself start to sweat 
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when the others only grow silent, as if they were judging him for speaking out of turn, which 
Shuichi can hardly say he didn’t expect. After all, this is Ouma they are discussing and when it 
comes to his friend, well... 


Ouma Kokichi did have a nasty habit of making enemies more than friends whichever way he 
turns to. 


“Um,” He tries again, clearing his throat, “I, uh, | might be able to find him since, well, since I’m a 
bit closer to Ouma-kun so | could track him down better than Kirigiri-senpai... Not that, that I’m 
saying you can't do it, senpai! You can, if you want! You'll probably do a better job at it than me 
but, um! Uh hhh...” He wants the sand to open up and swallow him whole. 


However, Kirigiri merely huffs, “І get your point, Saihara-kun. You want to find your friend and I'll 
happily let you, seeing as you are the most suitable for the job.” She says coldly but not 
unkindly, as a ghost of a smile breaks on her face. Her voice carries over the silence which 
breaks the silence between them as everyone starts to nod their heads and agree with her, and 
Shuichi lets out a sigh of relief through his nose, relaxing his shoulders when he had 
involuntarily tensed at the attention he received a few minutes ago. “Good luck, Saihara and if 
you need help, wel be here waiting.” 


So, he nods and gives his mentor a grateful smile, “Yes! ГІІ do my best, thank you for trusting 
me with this, senpai, everyone!” 


And so starts Shuichi’s side adventure in finding his missing friend. At first, he thinks of scouring 
through the areas most populated before going over to the more secluded areas within the 
vicinity, but he takes a glance at his wristwatch and frowns. Realising he only had less than five 
hours before the sun sets, which subsequently means the start of their barbeque party, Shuichi 
decides to forgo searching in the crowded spaces and starts by venturing into the woods 
instead, where it leads him down to the other side of the island. Of which, that he is certain, is 
as empty and devoid of life (sans the creatures crawling in the sand) as his once childhood 
home had been. 


Regardless, Shuichi continues to march his way through the woods, stepping over fallen 
branches and dead leaves while simultaneously avoiding the naked roots that stayed protruding 
above the ground at random. He does this with ease, a natural as he tunes his senses to the 
nature that he surrounds himself with— the wind that blows at his face, like a mother’s (or in his 
case, an aunt’s) gentle caress over his cheeks, the cool air nipping at his bare chest that 
soothes the heat building. The sounds of birds cooing and cicadas singing brings a sense of 
calmness to him. And as he breathes, letting in the fresh air into his lungs and tasting the subtle 
undertones of salt on his tongue, Shuichi feels himself at peace for the first time in a while. It is 
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great, it is addicting and he can't wait to find Ouma so that he can take his much needed shower 
and relax all night long during the party. 


К could have been no less than ten minutes of Shuichi trekking down the dirt path to the other 
side of the island but he feels like he has spent more time than necessary submerging himself 
and admiring the greenery that surrounds him. Nonetheless, he digresses and eventually comes 
back to his main priority when Shuichi sees the opening at the end of his trek, right down the 
path where the trees parted to give way for the sand and sunlight to seep through the earth. So, 
he trudges forward until he steps into the open, the taste of salt becoming more prominent with 
every breath he takes. 


Shuichi lets his eyes wander around, taking in the sight. As predicted, the beach is barren and 
empty, with only the crows of seagulls flying above and the waves crashing against the 
shoreline as its only companions. And Shuichi lets out a sigh when he finds no sign of Ouma, 
neither hide nor hair of the aforementioned person. It is as if Ouma had gone up and 
disappeared, without leaving a single trace that leads people like Shuichi to the same path he 
went through. He goes further down, near the shoreline to search for tracks but just like the rest 
of the beach, there is none to be discovered, probably washed up and covered by the water and 
sand by the time Ouma had left the area. 


He sighs again, letting out his frustration through his nose with his hands akimbo, resting them 
against his hips as he leans forward to slouch. “Where could he be... You just love making my 
job harder than necessary, don’t you, Ouma-kun?” He murmurs under his breath, frowning at 
the sand nipping at his ankles before a small, fond smile takes its place on his face. “But that’s 
just how you are, Ouma-kun. You make things more fun than it usually is. Though, | do wish you 
give me a break every once in a while too.” 


He straightens his back, leaning backwards as he stretches his arms upwards, humming when 
he hears his muscles popping which comes with pleasant relief right after. “Why would you 
hide? It’s such a good day too...” He says to no one, other than the sky and the sea, and the 
creatures that fly above and crawl below. And it is only when he has finished stretching his limbs 
and raises his hand to his face, shielding his eyes from directly looking at the slowly setting sun. 
It is when his eyes catch sight of something glimmering within the sunlight at the corners of his 
eyes that pique his attention. 


What's that? He thinks, and before he realises it, his legs are already leading him towards it. As 
he got closer, Shuichi finds himself slowly getting nervous, because what other thing that shines 
under the reflecting light than the million shattered pieces of glass that pose a threat to his 
naked soles, or the sharp edges of a knife that could easily be smeared with dried blood? 


Or worse- what if that knife led him to Ouma’s bloodied corpse? 


He suppresses the shudder that runs like an uncomfortable spider down his spine and forces 
the thoughts surfacing to a corner while he calms himself. There is no need (nor place) for him 
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to get worked up on something that he hasn’t seen but sometimes, all the time actually, his mind 
has a weird way of playing tricks with him that leaves him shaking like a leaf and terrified 
beyond belief. 


Shinguji once told him that humanity's essence, ergo their mind and natural ways of thinking, 
was a way for humans to express themselves in more complexity, with layers upon layers that 
can be either harmonious or disastrous in one’s self. And the anthropologist said it was a 
beautiful thing, something so human that was usually overlooked because of how many people 
took it for granted. He had made sure Shuichi was thoroughly educated that day once he was 
done. 


Beautiful? Shuichi had thought back then, as he listened to his rants, comparing it to the 
endless storm of uncertainties and deception that was his mind. /т not so sure about that. 


He shakes his head to shut the thoughts out more thoroughly, just to be sure before he creeps 
closer to the flickering object. He waddles close slowly, slowly, slower than a turtle until he is 
within distance to see it more clearly. And he checks for any stray shards hidden in the pale 
gold ground, or the handle of a bloodied knife peeking through the sand, but he did not see any 
of them. Instead, he finds something that makes more sense than anything his mind had 
concocted. 


As he crouches down to take a closer look, he thinks to himself, /т an idiot. I shouldn’t be 
called a detective at all with how stupid | am. 


It is a bed of crystals, he finds, that is shimmering under the sunlight, reflecting with tiny 
rainbows surrounding it. It is pretty, beautiful even, with how perfectly proportional it is, rows 
upon rows stacked haphazardly in an oddly organized way. And with how much they were 
reflecting, it looks undamaged and blue, so so much blue that blends so well with the hints of 
purple when he takes it in his hands and shifts it from side to side, mesmerized at the changing 
colours. 


“Pretty... | wonder if Ouma-kun found this too...” He muses as he continues to examine the 
crystal, turning it over and over and over, and the results never leave him unsatisfied like most 
things in his life. Shuichi decides, he will be taking this piece of crystal rock for himself, just to 
add a bit of colour to the monochromatic tones in his room. The crystal will also act as his 
souvenir, one of which will always remind him of his time spent with his friends and 
upperclassmen at the beach on a hot summer day. 


Satisfied, he stands at his full height and makes a move to turn around and go back inside the 
forest, where he will no doubt be continuing his search for his friend, seeing as this side of the 
island bears him no fruit to his cause. It is only then, that he sees another bed of crystals, one 
that is significantly smaller than the one he pockets inside his jacket before finding several other 
shards scattered a few feet or so in the sand. 
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It is then that Shuichi realises that it makes a path, one that's littered with shining shards of 
crystalline that leads to somewhere. And being the curious person he is, Shuichi decides to 
follow it. 


So, follow he does and where it leads to, he does not know. Though, the more he walks, the 
more obvious it is that the shards and occasional beds of rocks are growing in numbers, until it 
eventually leads him to the cavern side of the beach, where there are endless amounts of gems 
that tease him at the entrance of the cave, beckoning him to go further. He hesitates for a 
moment, biting his lip and looks at his watch. 


Three hours left... I'll make this quick and search for Ouma-kun without any more distraction 
after this. There is an if that suddenly pops inside his head along with those thoughts but 
Shuichi doesn’t think he would live with himself if he lets his fears and insecurities stop him from 
finding his friend, not again, not when everyone is depending on him to find Ouma. So, he taps 
out of his mind and moves his legs, stepping forward and ducking under an overhanging piece 
of the cavern’s foundation before he finally creeps inside. 


As he steps foot inside, Shuichi lets out a gasp, loud enough that it echoes throughout the cave, 
looking at every which way he turns because, holy shit, that’s a lot of crystals. There are crystal 
shards and pieces and fragments everywhere as he steps in further, with his mouth agape and 
his eyes wide open, taking in the sight. It seems like he has stumbled upon a crystal cave, one 
of which glistens and sparkles even with the lack of sunlight, shining bright blue and purple in 
the otherwise dark cavity. 


“Oh wow...” He gasps in awe, the pupils in his light coloured eyes dilating, “Everyone needs to 
see this...” He continues to stare and look in pure wonder as he circles around the cavern, 
leaving no stone unturned from his hungry eyes. It is then that realises that he is not alone, with 
the way he gasps again as he stares at a certain corner within the crystal cavern with a certain 
someone peering up above, head tilted upwards and hands still as a rock at his side. 


“Ouma-kun!” 


Shuichi runs over to the other side, his chest filling up with relief despite the worry he festers, 

the dwindling light flickering back to life with hope now that he found his friend. They can start 
heading back now, back to their friends with just enough time to get themselves ready for the 
party and Shuichi can finally get that sweet sweet shower he’s been waiting for all day long- 


“Hmm? Ah, it’s Saihara-chan.” The voice that flows to his ears stops him in his tracks, falling to 
a walk before stopping completely just a few metres away from Ouma, “Wohoo, you found me, 
detective! Sorry not sorry that your only prize is yours truly and nothing else.” The hairs on the 
back of his neck prickle as Ouma drawls, full of sarcasm and a shoddy imitation of the once 
saccharine voice. It sounded... wrong— more sombre, dull and drained from any of the familiar 
cheerful, mischievous voice that Shuichi associates with his friend. It was also missing the edge 
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in his voice that loves to poke fun and prods into someone, devious in a way that is tactful, 
playful in a way that is helpful. 


Shuichi didn't like it. He doesn't like the parts that are missing at all. 


“So? Why are you here?” Ouma continues to say, on point and devoid of emotion as he 
continues to lean his head back to look at the crystals on the ceiling floor, as if he refuses to 
look away from it even for only a mere second. And despite his vantage point, Shuichi can't 
help but think that the light that twinkles inside the cave compliments Ouma, compliments the 
colour of his eyes like gems in the sky, like he belongs there but Shuichi merely shoves those 
thoughts to the side before responding. 


“I'm just... І was looking for you. Everyone was worried where you ran off to, Ouma-kun.” 


“Hehhh, everyone, you say? Wooow, | must be preetttyyyy popular, to have everyone fussing 
over where | am.” Shuichi clams up, pursing his lips at the statement because he knows that 
Ouma knows, that he is the furthest from being popular among their peers, one that isn't 
shrouded by the dark light from his past escapades. 


“Look,” Ouma sighs, dropping his head and stretching his neck, straining it from side to side 
before he turns to look at Shuichi. He flinches when he catches sight of them with his own pair 
of eyes, and as he predicted, the purple suits so well in the blue light of the cavern. “You found 
те. Whoop-de-do! That's great and all but І was doing just fine without you here. So, surprise! 
Your trip here was a waste of time, you can just go back now. !!! be all fine and dandy right 
here.” 


“.. What about the party?” 


“What about the party?” He echoes, “S’not like I'm wanted anyway so I'm already doing 
everyone a favour. So, take it or leave it, Saihara-chan.” 


“No, that's not how it goes.” Shuichi retorts, taking a stand as he stares determinedly right into 
his purple eyes head-on, “You don't have to be alone, Ouma-kun. Hell, you shouldn’t be alone!” 
He sighs and raises his hand to rake it over his hair, frustrated. “You're very independent, 
Ouma-kun, | realise that now. But sometimes, | think you like to keep your distance away from 
everyone just so you can protect yourself from something, | don't know what that is but at what 
point will you stop and realise that you don't have to do all of that? That you don't have to push 
yourself into isolation just to be the villain everyone blames? Don't you get tired of that?” 


Ouma scowls, contorting his face into an image that reminds Shuichi too much of the 
nightmares that once haunts him so frequently in the dark when he was just a kid, “Cut the 
bullshit investigation, Saihara. You don't know anything about me!” 
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“Then, tell me! Let me get to know you, tell me anything about you! What's your favourite colour, 
your favourite place to hang out ог, or even what's your favourite pastry that you love so much 
that you can’t get enough of even if you're so full that you could hurl any second! You're my 
friend, Ouma-kun. Let me in, please.” He pleads with him, eyes boring into his face that is 
blanker than a piece of unused paper. 


“Friend? I’m your friend?” The voice that murmurs in the still air sounds monotonous, almost 
robotic, nothing above a whisper before it breaks as he cackles loudly, though there isn’t a 
shred of joy in his laugh and it leaves a stinging sensation in his chest. “Am | really your friend, 
Saihara-chan? Nishishi! Don't make me laugh! Are you seriously that naive? To think that Га 
wanna be friends with the likes of someone like you? Hah! That's hilarious!” 


It stings, it stings a whole lot inside his chest, where his heart clenches against his ribcage 
mercilessly, as he watches his friend spiral into insanity. It is just like Ouma, to strike at the 
heart and nothing less, striking until Shuichi is rendered useless from the pain that courses 
through him from the words that he spouts. It is painful, but with the pain comes a sadness that 
is so great that it overwhelms every sense in his entire being. 


“Ouma-kun...” 

“Aww, why are you making that face, my beloved? Isn't this what you wanted? You wanted me 
to tell you anything about me, right? Well, here it is! Here's the ugly truth that is Ouma Kokichi!” 
He cackles maniacally, a crazed look in his eyes. “Are you happy? Are you so so happy that you 


got a friend like me? Saihara Shuichi-chan?” 


Shuichi stares at him with sadness in his eyes, frowning as he steps closer, meeting the other's 
eyes and says, “Ouma-kun... Who hurt you?” 


That seems to break Ouma from descending further into madness as he croaks in surprise, 
“Eh? What the hell are you talking about?” 


“You're hurt, aren't you, Ouma-kun.” It’s more of a statement than a question as he says that, 
feeling himself getting worked up when Shuichi sees the mask Ouma wears faltering and slowly 
breaking at the seams. “Would you tell me? Or if not, would you let me come close and hug 
you?” 

“Wha- | don't need your charity case, Saihara-” 

“Please answer the question honestly, Ouma-kun.” 
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“Please? If not for yourself, at least for me?” 
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Ouma bites his lower lip, averting his eyes away from Shuichi’s to stare at the ground, looking at 
the crystals that keep on sparkling despite the tense atmosphere between them. Raising his 
arms, he wraps himself in it and holds himself in, cradling himself that only makes his already 
small frame even smaller, almost meek and delicate. It is then, after only a few heartbeats pass, 
that Ouma finally nods, slow and hesitant at first before he becomes firmer with his choice. 
Shuichi only walks closer and closes the distance between them as he takes Ouma in his arms, 
hugging him like he is shielding him, like a precious treasure meant to be protected. And Ouma 
slowly unfurls his arms and latches onto the back of Shuichi’s jacket, clutching the fabric tightly 
against his white knuckles. 


And when Shuichi feels his bare chest start to dampen, he only hugs the boy tighter and cradles 
him against himself, letting Ouma silently sob to his heart’s content. 


Maybe this isn’t what he was expecting when Shuichi offers himself to find Ouma, and maybe 
he will never be able to understand most of the things Ouma does but for now, he is content in 
lending his shoulder (or chest, in this case) for Ouma to lean and cry on. They will be late for the 
party, yes but at the moment, this is all that Ouma needs. 


And when the time comes for them to part ways and leaves the crystal cave, Shuichi will be 
there with him on their way back home, walking silently side by side under the moonlight. And 
when they get scolded by Tojo and Akamatsu, Shuichi will still be at Ouma’s side throughout the 
whole night. 


After all, that’s what friends are for. 
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